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I I mu h is known or the ducational operations of Old 
\' inl h 1 L \vs in thc part now included in West Vir-
In! : h '" v 1', crtaln data are available and deserve some 
Iud,)". ut fronU r conditions and sparse settlements west of 
e mount In indicated that educational facilities were rare 

Ind 

Tb first chool law that in any way affected West Virginia 
III t pa ed by the General Assembly of Virginia in 1796, 

\'1l the ' Aldermanic Law.''' This act provided that the 
pi of each county should elect three Aldermen, who were 

o have charge of the schools. These men were to meet an
ualh' on the econd Monday in May at their courthouse and 

eli,d th county inlo districts, each of which was to contain 
CDClUgb children to make up a school. Each district was to be 

lUlJlDC, and a list of these names was to be given to the 
county court, who was required to make a record 

AlI!'Ie 10 his office. This list was to be unchanged, unless 
b:T.aee or deer in the population made a change nec-

ch c te, the change was to be made, at the di
coun y court, by th ldermen in office at that 
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t In proportion to the a mount 01 their public as-
or each COW'dY nty levy. This money was to be collected by 

ssmcn ts nn cou d d se .JT J t s nil othe ,· taxes were, an tu rne over lo the 
the she,·' , u S a f Th J .. , Th ·s l aw incorpora ted many 0 omas eHerson s 
Aldermen . " bl · d t · . V· 

( . t bl,·shin n a system of free pu lC e uca lOn In lr-Ideas a es a " . 
ginia. 

The ma in body of the Aldermanic Law follows: ' 

At Lhat time, ten of the West Virginia counties were in e~ls
tence, Hampshire, Berke ley, Monongalia, Ohio, GreenbrIe r , 
Harrison Hardy, Randolph, P endleton , a nd K a nawha, tormed 
in the o;dcr named. This Aet called the "Aldermanic School 
La w," contained a prea mble in which it was said: "Whereas, it 
app areLh that the great advantage which civilized a nd polished 
nations appear to enjoy, beyond t he savage and barbarous 
nations of the world a re principally derived f rom the inven tion 
and use of leUers, by means whereof the knowledge a nd ex
perience of pas t days are r ecorded and transmitted , so that man, 
avaiUng himself in succession of the accumulated wisdom an d 
discoveries of his p redecessors, is enabled m ore successfully 
to pursue and improve, not only those acts which contribute to 
his support. convenience, and ornament of life , but those a lso 
whlc.h tend to illumine and enable his understanding and h is 
nature." Further , that, IIi! the minds of the c,itizens be n ot ren
dered li bera l and humane, a nd be n ot Cully impressed with the 
Lmportance ot those pr inciples Irom whkh these bless ings pro
ceed, the re can be no rea l s ta bility a nd orde r , o r las ting p er
manency oC the Uber tyJ jus tice, and order of a republican gov
ernment." 

The tlrst real law on education havin g for its purpose the 
provision of a common free school education was passed by the 
~n ral Assemb.lY in 1809' This provid d for whal was long 
known u lhe Lltc rary Fund and was the cat·liest permanen t 

hool fu nd ,n lh nil d Stat s. Th is la w provided tha t a ll 
, (<>rfl'ilur ,and pe rsonal prop"rt accruing to the 

f't ,d( (01· the en oUI"Of,l'm nl o[ lea m ins:. 
w fUllh ·r Jll()vldpd th I th nudltor r public c
ulrt /'1 " n. C 011111 d ' If'f1 t II Ihl Lit r ry Fund, 

C;',Y Inllr, tIll 1.1 'Ill '/1 III ;"v rn<lr, Tr 
IQlr~~,(i'm-1rrA I d I" 1', 1<ll"l1t IIr Ih 'nllrt 
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d Directors of the Literary Fund," of which the Governor 
"In Id be the presiding officer.' This group, or any three of 
S 10 U . 
them was given the power to transact all busmess relating to 
the f~nd and was required to make a yearly report to the As
sembly as to the state of the funds in their charge, and to make 
recommendations for their improvement and use. 

Other monies were added to the Literary Fund by two acts 
passed in 1814 and 1816. In 1814 the title to all lands listed for 
sale foJ' taxes, but unsold, was made to vest in the Literary 
Fund; and, if redeemed within a year, the tax, with 10 per 
cent interest, went into the Fund.' In 1812 the State lent to the 
United States a sum of money to be used to aid in the war with 
Grea t Britain, and in 1816 it was enacted that this money, when 
repaid, was to be placed to the credit of the Literary Fund.' 

This income from the Literary Fund was to be appropriated 
to the sole benefit of a school, or schools, to be kept in each 
county, subject to such regulations as the General Assembly 
might provide. The primary object of the creation of the L it
erary Fund was the education of the poor. To carry out this 
object the Assembly, in 1817, directed the President and Di
rectors of the Literary Fund to set aside $45,000 to be paid to 
the counties in such propor tion as the free white population in 
each county bore to the total population of the state.' Each 
county was to appoint not less than five nor more than fifteen 
commissioners, to make up a Board of School Commissioners 
for the county. This Board was to determine the number of 
poor children in the county, the number of them it should edu
«:aLe, what sum it would pay for their education, and send them 

IChool, after securing the consen t of their parents, and fur
n 11 th m with materials for writing and ciphering. An an
n I r('por was to be made 10 the Directors of the Literary 

nd, howln!! th numb r of poor children in the county the 
nUmtl('r of chlldr n b"jng ducal d in lh schools, and what 
, f'proprl Ion should ~ nee SSG I' to ducat 011 in
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, IJ III'ba ul' o f Virginia , ox-officio president of 
C· . '1'1101' Jilm S I h I h 
,0" r ' I I(loked fo rward wJth on\ us 08m \0 \ e time 

Ill ' 1. ller Iry untl 'AsSembly would be able \0 establish 0 school 
J • I IIw , (-'Ilcrn •. . 

IV ,(I I r , th cducotl n or poor chlldr!!n 111 every county 
CU' 8(.'1100 Ii OJ 
or Ih omrnonw olth.' 

Ther(' is nO (UI'th r record of any school 1 gislalion in Vir-

i II I 1829 In that year the Assembly set up a primary gIO un . . . 
I I syslcm to be clTectlve in any county in whIch the tnhab-s 100 , i 

llonls voted to establish it, ' Th~ co~mlss oners were empow-
ered 10 loy oil' their county into dI strIcts of not more than seven 
or less thon three square mUes, When the people of the district 
I' ised by voluntary contributions three-fifths of the ~mount 
necessa ry to build a good house of wood, stone, or brick the 
commissioners would appropriate the other two-fIfths out of the 

un ty quota from the Literary Fund for that year, The build
Ing must be located in the center of the district, or in another 
part of the district if agreed upon by the commissioners, The 
commissioners might appropriate not more than $100 for the 
employment of a good teacher for any schoolhouse so erected, 
provided lhe inhabitants raised by voluntary contributions an 
equal or greater sum for the same purpose, and provided that 
th y selected no teacher who should not have been examined 
by the person appointed by the commissioners for that purpose, 
The school so sel up was to be for f ree instruction of every white 
duld of the distri ct. 

Although th sc were steps in the right direction, the people 
01 th werlern part of the state were dissatisfied, and felt that 

. did not have an equal opportunity for ed ucation with those 
U!m part In c al rn Virginia the w II-to-do could 

lieIlid III Ir chlldr n to privat schools r to n 011 g close at 
ThUl m Virgln l r 11th nc d for public educ tion 

• rowln" ntlm nl r r i m provi I n to m t 
At'ClClrdtn Iy, lh r w . h ld In I rlabur ,In p-

o 1 I, r .y COny nil n. I which p ~I' W 

h.I plan. ubrolll nd th pr In 
I r • un I r Ih lill 1 murlat 10 til 

II ,,,, ,11 '/" u"O Ihul R II I , ... b-
1/1 • ' 11 I ""u'1l or '0"'"'" ('11001 
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Sy'h'/II ," p,'obnbly us a r esult of th is ,:,eet ing, the Virginia 
A:~"' I~', In 1841, passed an nct Inst ructmg the President and 

II rl I'S or the Literary Fund to report to the next Gener al 
ss~mbl, n scho I system w hich they considered best adapted 

Ii th 11<' ds (th people of Virginia , 
L~\\'is f I t that U,is system 

, , , produ eel much of the ilUteracy of the Commonwealth. But 
a large part of the people patronized these schools and when 
the three years' tuition gratis were passed , paid tuition and kept 
Lhdr chJldren in school. Very m any ... were unable to do this 
.. . nnd the three years of free school afJorded. gave but scant 
(\pportunH;y for the education of their children who thus grew 
up in ignorance i1 not illiteracy. It was to meet these condi
tions thnt the Literary Fund was created. and it became a 
might.Y educational factor despite the refusal to accept its op
portunities by so many of those for whom i t was intended. I I 

By 1833 there were twenty-four (West) Virginia counties 
formed and many of these counties' schools had operated under 
the Aldermanic School Law, The thr ee-years free tuition con
tinued to be maintained under the system, and although the free 
provisions applied 001 to the poor, thousands of others received 
educa 'on at their own e.'\.'Pense," 

The problem of illiteracy received much attention through 
• rles of com'entions held between 1841 and 1845, culminating 
In an et ed b the Virginia Assembly in 1846 giving school 

mlJ&ioners, holding office under the Act of 1817, authority 
alp I m nt the tate aid for the poor by local ta:'{es, Cal1a-

• ih main provisions of this law as follows: 
ad>ooI comm.l.ul 1'$ then to office should di~;de the 

preclncta, ~ ch containing as many districts as was 
ch c1Utrlct. how "cr, taininll' sulll

p1 rnak up. school, Annually, ach 
ttu'1 r, wh m l ",Ith th other

rd t *,h 1 conunissIooH'S-
1 ap , wh .... 

fchool buUlciInIlS. 
ed\<lol apparatut. 
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Ttl tatt r w ,. to mike roporta 01 the condiUon of their Hboola 
annually. to lh Board or Commta.oner • ... 

Fund. lor Ih maintenance or theae Ichool. were RlPP11ed 
from thco LJ1rrary Fund. and allo by the Inhabltanta ot each 
("(Iunty by A uniform rale or taxation collected •• were other 

"UI: " • • . • 

FN'e public schools were established under the Act of 1848 
in Cour c untics, c.g. Cabell, Wayne, Jefferson, and Kanawha. 
Thl' m In CCAtu,'CS of th "old system" were maintained in the 
the r ountics. Funds continued to be administered as doles 

t the poor, and "old field s" continued to be good enough sites 
Cor hool buildings, but thi s was a step fo!ward in establishing 
Ihl' id n r a free pu blic school system as a part of the state's 
bllgnli ns to the people. 

Th re is s me evidence that these privat.e schools participated 
In th di tribulion of the Literary Fund in West Virginia. F. B. 
Lambert, f rmer uperintendent of schools of Barboursville, 
We t \ -irginin, has in his possession the m'iginal records of the 

hool commissioners serving in the area of Cabell County. The 
boo cover gave 1819 n the date of its beginning. Under the 
d of June 1838 may be found this entr :" 

. I a lal meeting of the school comrs. of Cabell County held 
t 1M county courthouse of Cabell County on the 25th day of 

J IISS , , , ordered that thc surplus revenues of the litoran' 
t r th couot;), of Cabell for the year 1838 and each year 

Urc,...,IlI\ r 'hich by the ac pnssed Murch 22d, 1836, ,,-as 
tund cranted to the primary schools be applied 

)/.Jruaall at d J1\)' In said county ot Cabell and that the auditor 
II' rary fund pay th same over to th order 01 the treas-
", .. nhllil. d In said coun ty, 

( ed by) William Buffington, Trust. 

tion O[ th propri ly Or sa h a gran 
lind h ntry "hieh migh indi 
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The last minutes found concerning this transaction read as 
r II W : 

tit", Hng ot the School Commissioners of Cabell C 
2 d oUDty 

on 110nday the 2 ot Nov. 1841 ... It was ordered b th 
th I . Y e 

bOard Ihat e s um o · sixty- seven dollars and twenty-seven 
nts be hereafter withdrawn from the amount of the S I 

. . urp us 
poruon of the literary fund now appropTiated to the Marsh II 
• ademy ~nd that the c lerk o,t this board transmit a certifi:d 

py oJ thIS order to th~ 5upermtendent of the literary fund .... 
(SIgned by) William Buffington, President 

A marginal note stated it had been "copied and sent to Mar
shall Academy." 

The chief defect of this district free school system was that it 
required a petition signed by one-third of the voters before the 
qu ti n of its adoption could be submitted to the voters, and a 
wo-thirds vote to adopt it. Free school men in the legislature 

foresaw this and prev:ious to its passage, secured the passage of 
• pedal ac by which the system was to be optional for sixteen 
counties of the S tate among them being the West Virginia 
Counties of Brooke, Jefferson, and Kanawha." Elections were 

be held on pril23 1846, and the question, "Do You Vote for 
lbe Frt>e School or Against it?" asked the voter. It was adopted 
by both Jefferson and Kanawha Counties, but Brooke rejected 
I' Wnhln the next few years the other counties of West Vir
gi:l1a \ t.ed upon the issue and of the fifty counties then in West 
\""u'{i:rtia. by 1860 only three had adopted tbe free school sys CIIL 

Olh~rs co tinued the old system and the "Old Field' school , !xx_. bulIt of 10 as presen in nearly e,'ery neighborhOO<!. 
of the new state that a free school sys-

ex' tn W t rrginia. 

gned for the failure of the Li'-
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